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Introduction

My work exists in a fantastical space of pleasure and conflict. A space where the
fertile symbolism of Renaissance painting is revitalized to reflect upon the psychological
and emotional weight of contemporary queer life. In a single image the viewer is
presented with love and companionship, the weight of social structures like monogamy
and soulmates, and yet, in an instant, these heteronormative structures maintaining the
foundation of our world are undermined by temptation and desire. Within these lavish
settings- with their ornate detailing- the viewer is confronted by the complexity of
modern queer relationships. The feeling of being propositioned, seduced, or judged,
brought on by single figure locking eyes with you in a utopic watering hole, or weeping
angels. This necessity to compose a narrative, filled with combative emotional states,
stems from a desire to portray queerness with more authenticity. Rather than relying on
erotisicm and it’s one-sided representation of an entire community, I find inspiration in
old masters like Bronzino, who speak to the full breath of emotional struggles within our
lives, and simultaneously, I’m inspired by queer predecessors like Paul Cadmus and
Robert Mapplethorpe. Both of whom used their sexual desires as political gesture, for
purpose and visibility. Although these artists, and those akin, represent different
periods, approaches, and ideologies, Bronzino, Cadmus, and Mapplethorpe each
brilliantly command all aspects of their works — from the symbolic and/or narrative
content, to how composition, color, light and space create meaning and a sense of
wonder.
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Notes on Bronzino’s “An Allegory with Venus and Cupid”

fig.1

The formal precision in Bronzino's work was enough to revitalize my painterly
woes. In a Bronzino painting, the elements of composition, color, sense of light, and
space, are functioning in complete and total unison. Within the image, he is in control of
both the passing of time, as well as the time required to see and interpret the work itself.
Bronzino positions the viewer’s awareness toward the scene in its entirety. With close
examination, we are thrust through his sharp composition and led to rich, theatrical
narratives filled with comedy and drama.
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For me, Bronzino’s An Allegory with Venus and Cupid is a well-spring. Its
engaging and dynamic composition guides the viewer through a complicated and
mysterious group of symbolic representations. Visually peculiar, this painting has
captured the attention of viewers for centuries, without revealing any damning evidence
as to its true nature. Bronzino depicts such a small amount of space, yet he leds your
eyes through every inch of it. The ostensible subjects of the painting, Venus and Cupid,
are slightly left of center. Cupid is in an awkward crouch, his backside juts toward the
viewer as he leans in to kiss Venus’s open mouth. His right arm reaches around to
pinch her nipple. Lost in the eyes of her embracer, Venus is identified by the golden
apple given to her by Paris, which rests in her left hand. In her right hand, Cupid’s
sharply pointed arrow piercing the edge of Cupid’s wing. Her right pointer finger holding
the arrow leads your eye towards the top half of the painting, and Father Time, signified
by the hourglass behind him. Father Time emerges from the painting’s right corner,
pulling the bright blue cloth that shrouds Venus and Cupid by another figure. This
vacant statuesque figure in the top left symbolizes Oblivion, with its brainless head and
hollow eyes. From here, we move further down the painting. On the right, a gleeful
young child is set to toss rose petals in celebration of the coupling. This figure has
become known to symbolize foolish pleasure, with his highly empathic smile and
complete disregard for the large thorn piercing through his right foot. Behind this foolish
pleasure, fittingly, the embodiment of desire, temptation, and fraud. A young girl in a
green dress, and bluish-pink cape holds a honeycomb in one hand. With the other, she
attempts to hide a claw. The young girl’s monstrous nature is revealed in a beast-like
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leg and scaled tail that emerge from the bottom of her dress. To the left of the coupling,
a figure sits with bloodshot eyes, clawing their balding head in torment. Once thought to
symbolize jealousy through their screams of fury and rage, it also has been prescribed
1

as an allusion to syphilis and its physical and mental inflections. At the bottom corners
of the painting, a set of doves and a pair of masks anchor our eyes and lead us back
into the interwoven plot above. Bronzino’s allegory carefully and particularly
orchestrates many figures across the canvas.
For Bronzino, Venus and Cupid are stand-ins for sex, and the sexual experience
of two bodies. In turn, each figure dominates and submits to the other: Venus’s head
held in Cupid’s grasp while Venus is ready to pierce Cupid’s wing with his own arrow.
These details are enough to invite a sexual interpretation, let alone the entire painting
surrounding the two subjects, rich with its suggestive symbolism. The true center of the
painting might be found in the young girl’s hand holding a honeycomb, an object that
symbolizes desire and temptation. It is from here everything emerges: foolish pleasure,
love, jealousy, and oblivion.
I am drawn to this painting because, despite its precision, it remains mysterious
and even bizarre each time I see it. Bronzino’s composition is complex and jam-packed
and, yet effortlessly revealing. He leads me through every inch of the painting and
never gives me an easy exit. One moment I am tantalized by the eroticism of a pinched
nipple, and next I’m filled with the screams of a decrepit figure who haunts the
background. Bronzino doesn’t just show us a single instance with one prominent

Cook provides an in depth interpretation of Allegory with Venus and Cupid in which the entire work is a
an allegory syphilis and its various stages of infection. (Cook 458-460)
1
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emotional response- he gives us an entire range of emotion through the course of a
single act, the embrace. In the top half of the painting, Oblivion (left) and Father Time
(right) are at odds, trying to cover and uncover the scene. As the viewer, I can identify
with each of the characters within the work. At times I wish I could be hollow, remove
my innards and forget the bittersweet embrace of love. Other times, I’d rather run blindly
towards temptation. I can identify with the jealousy and envy that lurks in the shadow.
Through rich symbolism, in that time will inevitably unearth within ourselves, Bronzino
has a way of making the viewer empathize with each figure and the varying emotional
states.

fig.2
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In I Only Have Eyes for You, I strive to visualize a similar emotional complexity
between two figures. The two entwined figures suggest love, yet that bond is put into
question by its surroundings. The two central figures are shown in an embrace. One
man presses his face against the other’s shoulder, close enough to smell him. The
taller figure rests his head atop the burrowed face, wrapping his arms around him in a
comforting and protective gesture. For a split second, the viewer might think this to be a
moment of love and intimacy between two men, yet their wandering eyes suggest
otherwise. Despite having his burrowed head on the chest of his lover, the lower figure
is focused on his free hand which creeps through the rungs of a fence, reaching for the
plump bottom of a promiscuous cherub. While one lover’s attention is on the posturing
cherub, the other is being seduced by a tongue wrapping around his ear, luring his
attention to elsewhere. On the right of the couple is a statue of a putti holding a swan
which catches the dusk light through the window. The putti has wrapped the swan’s
neck so tight its head becomes limp while its wings to flap in despair. The tug-of-war
between the putti and the swan becomes a metaphor for the battle with temptation
experienced by both. The left side of the painting depicts a tiled wall painted with three
angels. The angels sit amidst dark, thunderous clouds. Their eyes welled up with tears,
the angels pluck the strings of their harps. Faint rays of light emerge from the top left of
the wall, a hopeful reminder of salvation from desire’s treacherous nature. From every
angle the two men are either tempted or judged.

9

Queer Predecessors and the Responsibilities that Come

fig.3

The predominant subject of contemporary queer painting is homoeroticism and
the sexual dynamics of gay culture and the queer community. Images of men posturing,
fully erect, baiting the viewer in an engagement of sexual desire. From Doron
Langberg’s scene of one man tonguing another’s asshole in Zachary ( 2018) to three
men entwined, their hands groping for each other’s engorged selves in Louis Fratino’s
Three blue nudes (Tristan, Me, Ben), 2018. Is sexuality the only aspect of our
community worth celebrating? Can painting portray a more nuanced version of the
queer community that does not rest solely on our sexual desires? Not every instance of
queer life is sexual, or pleasant, or happily celebrated. At times we are jealous and
tempted; we make the wrong decisions. As a member of the queer community, I know
that my life, like most lives, consists of much more than desire and sexual experiences.
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How do these paintings reinforce the public perception of gay men as hyper-sexualized
beings?

fig.4

Artists who came before me depicted their sexual selves as vehicles for political
gesture. These artists paved the way for the comfortable queer lifestyle that I
experience today. In 1952 — at a time when the visibility of homosexuality was linked
to deviance or mental disease — Paul Cadmus used painting to tell of a secret world of
sexual relations and coded communications. Finistere (1952) isn’t just a painting to
titillate the eyes of other gay men, it also shows a world that exists right under the noses
of heteronormative society, a place where men speak with their sly glances. Cadmus
wants other gay men to know that they are not alone in their “unspeakable
indiscretions.” He wants to impart in the viewer the same exhilaration he feels when he
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sees another man’s tight blue speedo riding the crevice of his plump bottom: our sexual
desires sliding their way into our subconscious like the bike seat slides between his
legs.

fig.5

From there, queer self-presentation continues to evolve with artists like Robert
Mapplethorpe. His shocking self-portrait from 1978, Self Portrait with Whip, rejects the
closeted coding Cadmus was forced to use, instead giving us a direct, gritty, fetishized
image of sex. The artist stands in the center of the frame, backside to the camera, legs
spread. His torso turned so he can look us directly in the eye. He wants you to know
that he knows you are looking. The black leather of the assless chaps frames his bare
ass. The tightly woven leather whip that hangs from his anus reassures you that this is
not a butt, a bottom, or a backside- it’s a bare, hungry ass, ready to be penetrated.
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Mapplethorpe’s direct unabashed self-exposure became another window into the world
of homosexuality. It presented raw pleasure in a ribald way.

fig.6

I look back over the history of queer art in the last century, thankful for risks taken to
create such visibility. I also see that a different presentation and conversation
surrounding our community is needed in the political climate of 2018. As members of
the queer community, we have so many more rights than the gay men and lesbians who
came before us, from the ability to marry and create open families, to cultural visibility
and relaxed social mores. Even strife and suffering looks different than it did fifty years
ago. The heteronormative structures of the past had forced queer artists to encode
desire, and gather in an “against the grain” community. Today, our desires are more
accepted and understood, and therefore the “story” of what it means to be queer is
fading as subject matter. While sex remains in the picture it is inflected by more
complex identities, entities, and livelihoods. As nothing is ever easy, I would rather use
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my work to acknowledge the various dichotomies and modern difficulties of the
contemporary queer community. These waters are neither calm, nor stagnant, and to
portray them as anything less feels inauthentic to my own lineage.

In Time All Things Lose Elasticity: Queer Representation and the Body

As time progresses our bodies begin to change. A perfectly sculpted body with
ripped muscles and rigid abs will lose its elasticity. Taut skin becomes weak. Gravity
and time give shape to create the folds and curves in our physical selves. Bruised Fruit
(Still Life of an After Thot) is an allegorical representation of this inevitability presented
as a still life of decaying fruit and plants. A once sweet, ripe banana now sits
half-peeled, brown, and pitifully sagging across the table’s surface. A peach, its juicy pit
exposed by a single bite, reveals its last bits of fresh, supple flesh turning sour before
us. Once used to brighten and electrify the palette, the lemon that sits between the
banana and peach, is now consumed by mold. The succulent desirability of the fruit
fades and they become nothing more than the discarded remnants, encompassed by
swarms of fruit flies.
What seems to be an innocent observational painting, holds itself firmly in the
17th-century Dutch tradition of vanitas still life. This genre of painting was used to reflect
on the impermanence of life and the inevitability of death through and the symbolic
representation of common objects. The vanitas became a way in which artists could
discuss the bleakness of change and loss without the weight of its actual
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representation. The title, Bruised Fruit (Still Life of an After Thot), is a double entendre.
Thot, an acronym for “that hoe over there,” has been incorporated into the queer
vernacular as a contemporary succubus, someone who baits the public with their
physical and sexual prowess. A banana is an age-old phallic symbol, stroked or
swallowed in a myriad of ways as an erotic gesture. The peach also has a long history
as a symbol of sexual delectation. Recent manifestations — from the emoji
incorporated into our everyday conversations to the delectable scene in André Aciman’s
2007 novel, Call Me by Your Name, in which the main character Elio masturbates with a
2

peach — reminds us that a peach is not just a peach. It’s a plump bottom, a
voluptuous ass, a thick butt posturing for its viewers. These objects, symbols of our
sexual bodies, have endured time and decomposition, making their desirability and
temptation nothing more than an ill-considered thought of the past, an “after thot”.

2

‘...they’d say, and gently press the soft, overripe peach on my cock till I’d pierced the fruit along the
crease that reminded me so much of oliver’s ass. The idea seized me and would not let go.” (Aciman)
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fig.7

As a contemporary vanitas, m
 y painting illuminates time’s effect on beauty and
parallels my own feelings on queer representation in contemporary art. The eroticism
and sexual desire that has been prominently used in queer art for so long, eventually
stops quenching my thirst. Beauty, celebration, and frivolity, although strong desires in
so many of our lives, is not a balanced representation of the fullness and richness of
queer experience. We must stop hiding behind the falsities of our sexual experiences
and present the realities we encounter - jealousy, paranoia, conflicts within ourselves
and among our community. Joining the lineage of my queer art contemporaries and
predecessors, I paint my own truth of the queer world around me with beauty, grit, and
plenty of emotion.
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